In the current study, no AI positive cases were recorded in over 1300 wild birds tested until mid-February 2006. Although a considerable part (39%) of the samples originated from songbirds -not representing the natural AIV reservoir -the low prevalence contrasts with data from neighboring countries with high prevalence in water birds. Possible explanations for this difference are the considerable non-migrant part of the Swiss waterfowl and the lack of important migratory routes across Switzerland, with the Alps being a natural barrier. The populations of migratory birds that have their resting places in Northern Germany or the Netherlands only invade Switzerland during strong winter periods -this happened twice in the last century in 1939/1940 and 1962/1963. A further explanation for the low AI prevalence concerns both the choice of cloacal swabs as testing material and the RNA extraction method used. The latter (RNeasy Mini Kit, Qiagen) is not the most appropriate method for RNA recovery from wild bird cloacal samples, which can contain endogenous PCR inhibitors. Furthermore, different researchers assert that tracheal swabs are better suited than cloacal swabs for H5N1 detection. For both these reasons, tracheal sampling and/or the trizol extraction (Invitrogen AG, Basel, Switzerland) are to be favoured to achieve a lower virus detection limit in future monitoring actions.
In this study, AI positive birds were detected shortly after the first H5N1 reports in Western Europe. They were all H5 positive and found close to the Swiss border, in direct proximity to the places where France and Germany signaled H5 cases as well. The positive bird originating from the Geneva Lake was a female goosander and remained a single isolated case (Fig. 1) . It is known that the females of this species spend the whole year on the Geneva Lake. This is a strong indication that H5N1 was introduced by migratory birds, presumably from France. The cycle threshold value of the PCR was 27, providing evidence of a high viral load in the faeces. The reason why no other cases occurred in that region since February 26 th remains obscure.
The remaining 28 H5N1 positive birds were found on the Lake of Constance, which is a large lake on the Rhine between Germany, Switzerland, and Austria, and along 20 km of the outcoming watercourse. The first positive bird there was a whooper swan (Cygnus cygnus, Anseriformes). Contrary to mute swans (Cygnus olor), whooper swans are rarely seen in Switzerland. This could have been the index case in that region.
The Lake of Constance is the most important water bird wintering place of the European inland, with wide shallow water areas, where especially tufted ducks (Aythya fuligula), pochards (Aythya ferina) and coots (Fulica atra) can find their main food source, i.e., zebra mussels (Dreissena polymorpha) on the bottom of the lake. In winter, by far the biggest water bird population of Switzerland (180,000 birds, 39%) is found on these waters.
On both lakes mentioned above, control zones of 3 km range were established and special teams patrolled the lakeshores and the riverbanks daily to collect dead water birds. Also dead birds of prey and scavenging birds like gulls and crows, known as having an action radius of up to two kilometers and not bound to water, were collected to estimate the risk of H5N1 spread to commercial poultry. Virus spread to other areas and bird populations was not observed. The actual situation is rather favorable, as 90% of the winter water bird population (500,000 specimens, mid-January) will have returned to their Northern breeding areas by mid-April. Virus spreading in the thinned out spring population is less probable as gathering of birds decreases.
Despite the promising situation, there are still concerns that H5N1 could spread to domestic poultry. Even if H5N1 cases remain in a controlled area or disappear with the leaving hosts, in spring other populations of migratory birds -mainly songbirds such as swallowscome back from their African wintering sites (among which Nigerian regions), representing a danger of H5N1 reintroduction. These migratory long flyers will be monitored starting in April 2006. Possible persistence of H5N1 in resident waterfowl (e.g., mallards with 10,000-20,000 breeding pairs; must be verified as well.
Switzerland is preventively keeping all commercial poultry and fancy breeds indoors. A first free-range ban period (substantially politically based and enforced without exceptions) was ordered starting 25 th October 2005 for seven weeks.
The second, open-ended ban started on 20 th February. Special permits to enable free-range management -primarily due to the mating behavior of some bird species, e.g., geese, ducks and ratites -were generously allowed. These flocks are tested twice within a six-week period. Further voluntary controls mainly in fancy breeds and serological testing of commercial free-range poultry are planned.
In conclusion, the fundamental role of systematic and global monitoring for future sustainable prevention and control of highly pathogenic avian influenza must be emphasized. 
